SUMMARY The prevalence and transmission of syphilis was studied in a semirural community in south eastern Gabon. The overall prevalence was 8% (99/125 1) and there was no difference in age adjusted prevalence between men and women. The transmission of syphilis between sexual partners occurred in 18 1% (8/44 The prevalence of syphilis increased in relation to age from 1 % (4/385) in the youngest (14 or younger) to 84 group.bmj.com on October 26, 2017 -Published by
Syphilis is one of the most prevalent sexually transmitted diseases (STD) in the developing countries,' 2 and it has a considerable impact on the outcome of pregnancy and on perinatal morbidity.3 Evidence that genital ulceration can be a risk factor for developing AIDS,4 and the occurrence of genital ulcers in patients with primary syphilis, makes the high prevalence of syphilis in a population a serious community health problem. We have reported high prevalences of syphilis in Gabon,5 a western equatorial African country. In this study we report on The prevalence of syphilis increased in relation to age from 1 % (4/385) in the youngest (14 or younger) to Transmission ofsyphilis between sexual partners in Gabon 389) ), but the difference was not significant.
Discussion
The 8% prevalence of treponemal infection confirms the prevalence reported in our study of the general population in the same area.5 As yaws is not seen in the study area (Dr Hamono, Ministry of Public Health, Gabon, unpublished observation), treponemal infection is mainly transmitted sexually. The steady increase in incidence with age in people over 19 supports this statement.
The transmission of syphilis between sexual partners occurred in 18 1 % of the 44 couples in which one partner had a positive result. This transmission rate was low compared with figures given by Schober et al,7 who found positive results in 58% of heterosexual contacts of patients attending a STD clinic in the United Kingdom. Our study population, however, was not a selected one consisting of people attending with clinical signs, so we probably included people in whom infection had lasted longer or who had received treatment but were still positive. We saw a higher, though not significantly higher, transmission rate in people with agglutination at higher titres in the TPHA, which could also have shown that the disease was in an earlier stage and therefore probably more contagious than in people with agglutination at lower titres.
In conclusion, the transmission of syphilis between sexual partners was fairly rare in our study population.
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